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THE END OF RECONSTRUCTION*
by
Richard N. Goodwin
Although I have traveled through the South in two presidential campaigns
and worked with Southerners throughout my political career, I am not a particular
student or expert on this section of the country. Yet as a native New Englander
I feel a certain familiarity here. It is almost as if New England and the South
are the only parts of America with a history - where the roots of culture and
tradition strike deep into our country's past. They yield a sense of continuity,
places where the generations are born, remain and die, in the midst of the frantic,
rootless motion that characterizes so much of American life. This sense of place,
of belonging is, I am convinced, why so much of the best in American culture from Jefferson of Virginia to Faulkner of Mississippi - has flowered on Southern
soil. The history of the South is laced with violence and tragedy. But all
America has suffered from the failure to absorb that which is best and most
liberating in the Southern tradition.
I am not here on a mission of conversion but a voyage of discovery, not to
teach but to search - to see if one can glimpse the expanding self-confidence
and strength which will permit the South not only to solve its own problems, but
to impart its strengthening values to an America which is confused, divided and
in turmoil. For what America hungers for is not more goods or greater power, but
a manner of life, a restoration of the bonds between people that we call community,
a philosophy which values the individual rather than his possessions, and a sense
of belonging, of shared purpose and enterprise. A South unshackled from distorted
memories and present injustices can, more than any section, open new dimensions
in American life and help shape the American future as it decisively molded the
American past.
However, I do not come here to ask for unity and reconciliation, but to call
for resistance and rebellion - not to evoke the sweet illusion of comradeship but
to submit the need for determined and unremitting hostility against that ancient
and continuing conspiracy of Northern interest and a small band of Southerners
which has been designed to retard the growth of the South, divide it from the rest
of the country, and deny its people their full share of American abundance. Only
when that conspiracy is exposed and broken will the period of Reconstruction be
ended.
Let me try and explain by briefly sketching a very complicated history. The
principal issue of our first century as a nation was the struggle to establish a
territorial union. This was not just a Southern issue. In 1814, for example,
the New England States called a conference at Hartford to consider secession.
And when South Carolina nullified a federal law, it was Andrew Jackson who said
South Carolina could do whatever it wanted, but he would personally see that the
first person who broke the law would be hanged from the highest limb of the
tallest tree. And he meant it. How fortunate for George Wallace and Gov. Claude
Kirk that the tradition of Tennessee does not still occupy the White House.
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Finally, after a hundred years, the issue of territorial union was s ealed
in blood.
The principal task then was to rebuild Southern society and reincorporate
it in the newly emerging industrial society. vTithout reviewing the endless
mythology of Reconstruction there is clear evidence that - despite injustice and
corruption - progress was made.
Then, in 1876, the crippling compact was made. In the disputed election
of that year a few Southern leaders agreed to support the Republican candidate the representative of what we now call the robber barons - in return for a promise
that the North would remain indifferent to any enforcement of the rights of black
men. It is only after this date that the blanket of segregation descended on the
South. It is a date commonly referred to as the end of Reconstruction, but it
really meant that the South was never to be reconstructed. Its people and economy
were to languish in the backwaters of American progress.
The result of this compact is that by the time of the New Deal the entire
South was an underdeveloped country. President Roosevelt proclaimed that the
South was "the nation's number one economic problem." With a third of the people
the South received less than a fifth of the national income. In 1938, a
presidential investigation reported that two million Southerners were infe cted by
malaria each year, and pellagra was a Southern epidemic. More than 70 per cent
of all low-income famil i es - and that meant most families, black an~ white could not buy enough to eat.
The advent of the New Deal illuminated the Southern reality. They had been
allowed to maintain their way of life, to keep the black man in bondage, as long
as most Southerners also shared the enslavement of material deprivation. They
could do what they wanted with their share of America as long as they did not ask
for a share of the profits.
The result of this new Southern awareness was the growth of a powerful,
indigenous populism ranging from Huey Long - the true prophet of the New Left to men like Lister Hill, Hugo Black and Walter George. For a brief moment, it
seemed as if Reconstruction would be renewed and completed; that the South would
share in the creation and blessings of the American dream.
Tragi~ally, however, in the 1950's, men from North and South began to renew
the old, oppressive compact and for the old oppressive reasons. Progress under
Roosevelt had taken the edge off Southern poverty; and the immense black migration
to Northern cities had focused national attention on racial injustice and compelled
Northern leaders to take a strong stand. Demagogues, opportunists and those of
a more calculating malevolence saw their chance and took it: the appeal to
racial passions would be a springboard to political power and a shield for the
dominant economic interests. It would divert the demands of the Southern white
away from higher wages and better education toward protection from the aspirations
of the black man.

Meanwhile, the racial problem had moved North. And events were quick to
demonstrate that no section of the country had a monopoly on racial hostilities
or a capacity for injustice.
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increased by more than seven million; greater than the total immigration by any
one ethnic group - German, Italian, or Irish - in the entire history of the
country. No longer could Northerners indulge in piOUS proclamations at the
expense of the South, or deal with racial problems by passing laws designed to
eliminate formal legal barriers. Poverty and the ghettos'· would not yield to
so simple and painless a technique.
I do not underestimate the real and powerful nature of racial feelings. They
have scarred our course since the first slave landed at Jamestown. Nor can I
retreat from the belief that any action or relationship between men that does
not involve full recognition of our common humanity is unjust in American terms
and a wrong committed before God. It is part of our tragedy that men, North and
South, are so fragile they must reinforce their own worth • • • by degrading all
that lies outside. Racism, then, is terror - not of black, but of one's own
existence. It can only be overcome by widening the community. It can only be
dissolved in an America more confident of itself, its power and its future. In
that sense the black future is tied to the welfare of the rest of us. Meanwhile,
with all their scars and burdens, one must also envy the black man who has a
cause, definable adversaries and a growing brotherhood of comrades, and the chance
to make a clear moral commitment.
The fact that racial feelings are real and powerful, that they are rooted
in social tradition and the deepest mysteries of the mind does not mean we must
yield to exploitation. It only makes the job harder. And the first step is to
understand clearly what is happening. Not only is the old, oppressive compact
being renewed in the South, there is now an effort to extend it across the country.
The status quo is to be protected, the rich and powerful secured, by persuading
people to forego their just demands and disregard their real needs in the name
of a common front against the black man.
It may very well be that Southern poverty resulted from the exploitation
and neglect of the North. But it would not have been possible without powerful
Southern allies. And the same thing is true today.
For the harsh fact of the matter is that the Southern white man has less
opportunity to develop his talents, earn a decent income, participate in the
national affluence, and develop the full resources of his humanity than his
fellow citizens in any other section of the United States. Of the 10 states with
the lowest per capita income in the country, nine are Southern states. The
median family income for the entire South is $6,700, about $2,000 less than the
family income in every other section of the country. Because their income is at
the bottom of the scale, so are the resources devoted to education; the Southern
pupil, black and white, has less spent on his education than his counterparts in
the rest of the country. And as for poverty, there is not only more of it in
the South, but you have 50 per cent more poor .mite families than poor black
families. And the median income of the poor white family in the South is actually
20 per cent less than the poor black.
Why is this? Is it because Southerners are less enterprising or skilled
or intelligent than other Americans? To ask the question reveals its absurdities.
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Thomas Jefferson and Patrick Henry established the standards of freedom and the
value of education which still guide us. From Tennessee came the Jacksonian
Democracy which recreated the nation. It was a Virginian, John Marshall, who
gave life to the Constitution and established the principle of judicial revie'YT
to safeguard our liberties. The essential technology for mass production was
invented in the South. More of our greatest writers have come from the South than
from any other section. And if any should doubt the st8.mina and bravery of
the South, the military history of this country gives ample and conclusive refutation.
If capacity and potential were the only issue, the South would be leading the
nation, not lagging behind.
The answer is that the huge skill and vi tali ty of the South have been
imprisoned in a web of illusion. Make no mistake - a so-called Southern Strategy
is not simply in OPPOSition to the blacks, but to the legitimate and just
demands of the entire South. Those who oppose school integration also oppose
every measure to give a decent education to white children. Those who identify
poverty programs with race, and oppose them, are also stripping millions of white
families of the opportunity to learn skills and get a job. Those who are
offering the hand of friendship to the South are supporting economic policies
which are depressing the economy, reducing real income, and which strike hardest
at the middle class and the small businessman.
Take high interest rates, for example. They do not damage the Chase
Manhattan Bank which collects them. They do not hann the corporate giants who
can finance operations and expansions from earnings. They hardly touch the
very weal thy who can deduct interest payments from their taxes. Rather they
strike directly at every consumer who must p~ exorbitant rates of interest on
payments for his house, his car and television set. And they can cripple the
small businessman who now finds it difficult or extravagantly expensive to borrow
the capital he needs.
Stripped of the rhetoric, the hypocrisy and flattery, this is what they are
Give up your desire for rapid economic development, the dream of a decent
education for every child, forget about the poor, the sick without medical care
and the elderly - have your representatives in Congress vote against every
measure which might benefit the people of the South at the expense of the leaders
of finance and industry - few of whom are in the South. And in return we will go
slow in er.forcing the rights of the balck man, and we will make some vTOnderful
speeches attacking the very establishment whose treasuries we are filling. What
a wonderful deal. For someone. But not for the South. And not for the great
majority of the American people.
s~ing:

Let me be clear that this accusation is nothing so trivial as a partisan
attack. It is true this present policy is now sanctioned in the highest reaches
of the present administration. But now, and over the years, it has reQuired
cooperative effort by men of both parties.
Even in its newest form it had its beginning in the closing years of the
last Democratic Administration. And it was Woodrow Wilson who resegregated the
government cafeterias in order to win Southern support. In both parties there are
enlightened men more concerned with imprOVing the welfare of the people than w:i.th
deceiving them to act against their own interest. And one also must have a sort
of perverse admiration for officials who loudly enact in the brightest sunlight a
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woods in the depths of a starless night.
In fact this policy has nothing to do with politics at all. Politics is
only an instrumerit for imposing it. It is, rather, an alliance of interests - of
those who seek to safeguard, enhance, and not to share, their own· position of
economic power. And you can be sure that every time a Southern senator votes
against tax reform or measures to improve medical care or education there is far
more reason for expressions of satisfaction in the plush clubrooms of distant
Northern cities than in Memphis or Atlanta or Jackson. And 'What contempt must
lie behind the superficial flattery and the obvious attentions to think that an
entire section of the country can be persuaded to give up its hopes for the future,
and its right to an equal share of the present in return for slogans, a few
appointments to high office, and the illusion that the black man can be
permanently suppressed.
It is especially tragic that division should be widened at a time 'When
America urgently needs the best in the Southern tradition. Let me tell you why
I think so • • •
As I traveled across the country in the campaign of 1968 one could sense what
is now obvious to all who follow events: something was wrong. There was restless
uneasiness, a discontent - not just among the poor or the blacks or the young but suffusing the American middle class; those 'Who had made it and were members of
the Affluent Society. I saw workers in Indiana 'Who voted for Robert Kennedy and
then for George Wallace; suburbanites in Oregon 'Who supported McCarthy and Vlallace.
That was my first clue that the trouble lay deeper than ideology or race. For
what these men had in common was not policy or conviction; but they all seemed to
stand a little outside the system, a little apart from conventional politics.
This confirmed 'What I had first sensed in New Hampshire. For President Johnson was
not defeated there because of the war. . Had that been the only issue, McCarthy
would have received 20 per cent ot the vote. The amazing fact is that the solid,
cautious, moderate citizens of New Hampshire were voting against the leadership of
America and the entire course of American life. They didn't quite know what it
was or why, but they did not like 'What was happening in their country.
Ever since then I have been trying to understand the source of the public
unhappiness. I am now writing a book about it. Tonight I can do no more than
hint at a few of the ideas.
The Civil War brought the triumph of the industrial society over the
agrarian dream. With the New Deal came the belief that rising wealth more fairly
distributed was the key to the goo'd life. That belief is no'loT fading. For despite
our enormous growth - despite the wealth, the power, the invention - our society
is diminishing human freedom.
By freedom I do not mean legal rights and constitutional guarantees, but
freedom in its largest and truest sense - the liberation and enrichment of the
human spirit, the uncaging of human possibilities, the development of man's
capacity to realize his full humanity. That fre edom requires that men be able to
live in sustaining contact with the natural world, and in the intimacy of community
with his fellow men. It requires that he be able to use his inward powers to
work, to play, to engage his sense in a way 'Which yields him satisfaction as well
as money or position. It is 'What Thomas Jefferson summed up in the phrase

-6"pursui t of happiness." And laterWal t "''hi tman
of use only that it may pass on and come to its
the highest form of interaction between men and
the true human sense, we middle class Americans
of 50 years ago.

elaborated, II I say democracy is
flower and fruits in manners, in
their beliefs." In this sense,
are less f'ree than our ancestors

The twin causes of our dwindling freedom are the oppressiveness of our world
and our powerlessness to change it. Modern man is confined and often crippled by the
world he lives in. A city dweller, he is cut off f'rom sustaining contact with
nature. It is almost impossible for the individual to escape the vast and frenzied
throng of strangers, stripping him at once of isolation and a place in the community.
The dissolution of family and neighborhood and community deprive him of those
worlds within a world where he once could find a liberating sense of importance
and shared enterprise as well as the security of friends. His job often yields
merely income or status, rather than the satisfaction that comes from the fullest
use of his talents and he would be in a small minority if he believed that his vlork
makes an improving difference in the lives of others. His children go to schools
which stifle imagination and creativity; and then to universities which are
designed to provide, for all but a handful, nothing more than a set of irrelevant
credentials to an occupation vmich could have better been mastered through actual
work or apprenticeship.
And as we look about us we ask: Who decided that men should live this vlay?
There seems to be no ansvler. Our ci ti es grow, factories are built and inventions
proclaimed, all powered by forces few can understand and no one seems able to
control. Decisions affecting the quality of life, and even the prospects for life
itself, are made by remote officials in distant places. And, more terrifyingly, no
decision seems even to be made at all.
This mounting sense of powerlessness is transforming every aspect of American
life. It is this that the young are protesting and it is the moving force behind
black power. We must also be aware that when people lose confidence in their
abili ty to shape the future, they also become fearful of the present. Their
impulse is to protect what they have, to hold on and to defend. When men are
insecure and fearful, then every threat to security becomes a monster.
There is no room here to discuss the manifold causes of this condition. Yet
I believe that despite your adversities and the wrongs of which the South can be
justly accused, there are powerful elements of Southern life which can serve to
liberate the entire nation. There is a sense that life is more than the
accumulation of material goods, a belief in the individual - not as a solitary
wanderer - but as a person whose place among his fellows is to be secured and
respected, and, above all, a fierce desire that people be able to shape their own
destiny in their own way. The incredible weight of race - the fruits of American's
original sin - has blurred these virtues. But I believe they are there, and I
know the country needs them.
Thus if you work to liberate the South f'rem the cant and demogoguery and
hypocrisy which have imprisoned your energies for so many years, you will not only
serve the people of the South, but you will enrich and even save the Union.
Again, Halt Whitman, writing of America said: "The Northern ice and rain that
began me nourish me to the end, But the hot sun of the South is to fully ripen
my songs."
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I am not here to tell you how to accomplish your objectives. I have no
Southern strategy of my own. I believe the truth is on your side, and the truth
is a powerful weapon. But weapons don't win battles. Men win battles. That
means you must organize, set forth your goals clearly and without equivocation,
raise money and men to carry the message to the people - not to the enlightened
but to those who are still acquiescent victims of the old conspiracy
I leave the Southern tactics to you. But I do know the North. Northerners,
and even Northern political leaders have often accepted all the stereotypes and
fictions. They are unaware of the new forces and of the vast potential for
populist change. They rarely came here and, when they do, often do not know how
to communicate. Not only does this deprive you of valuable allies, but this same
ignorance prevades the mass media which reach from New York into every Southern
home
And if I . may be partisan for a moment, you must work to persuade Democrats
not to "write off" the South, as they are on the edge of doing. That will mean
another one-party system - only this time with a party which I believe is destined
to be a conservative minority. Only in a highly competitive political system
does the opportunity arise to challenge accepted views and to demonstrate the
popular strength of new ideas.
Can you succeed? Or rather can we succeed? For the land we now stand on,
the legendary river it borders are mine as well as yours and have been from the
moment I was born an American. I am not sure. But I believe we can.
Finally, there are only two kinds of politics - the politics of fear and
the politics of trust. One says: you are encircled by monstrous dangers, give
us power over your freedom and your future so we may protect you. The other s.ays:
the world is a baffling and perilous place, but it can be made to yield • • •
It is the second, the politics of trust, that strikes the deepest response
in men. However, they must be able to see and understand the choice. That is
our responsibility - those of us who have been privileged in background and
education, endowed with sympathy, gifted with a passion that molds all change.
If we can show - in terms which are clear and which spring not from abstract
sentiment, but the specific and concrete demands of daily life for a man and his
family - if we can show there is a course to liberation, then I believe most men
will take that course. And not only in the South, but everywhere.
I base this hope not on philosophy but on experience and observation. I
am a politician and in 1968 I traveled across this country working i n the primary
campaigns of Eugene McCarthy and Robert Kennedy. Everywhere I went . there was the
sense I have described of discontent and frustration, a desire for individual
assertion and community power. Whenever people had a real choice they voted for
the forces of liberation. They supported those who attacked the war, the
militarization of our foreign policy and the immorality of poverty and racial
injustice.
I believe they form a potential majority for fundamental change. For 1968,
with all its sorrows and failures, was finally a vo~e of rediscovery; a journey

- 8to the springs of Ameri can hope. We did not f i nd i t in Washington or in the
pages of learned j ournals. Rather it was waiti ng for us in Nashua and Concord
and Manchester; in Madison and Racine and Eau Claire; i n Oregon and California;
the people of this country - decent, sure of instinct, desirous of peace,
gratefUl for honesty, will i ng to face obstacles and willing also to strive
against them - the re ository of our strength, the source of our faith, the
fiber of our will and high expectations.
Who will change America?
Certainly, no one else can.

Given a chance, the people will change America.

